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The Case of Billy: Can We Really Afford Any More Kid Trash?
It's funny how certain kids always let
you lmow who they are in the first few
hours of school:

girl in the desk is startled.
"It will be lunch time soon. Let's get
your stuff out and we'll help you."
"I don't need no help! Besides, I'm
tired." Billy puts his head down on the
desk
"C'mon, Billy. I want you to do well in
here."
Barely audible from under Billy's
face: "I don't want to do well."

"I hate math. So what are we gonna
do in this dumpy class?"
We looked in the direction of the
booming voice only to find a smallish
8th grader with a scowl on his face. He
wouldn't look at us. Later, we learned
his name was Billy.*
"Ow! Billy's throwing staples, Ms.
Redburn!"
"I was not!" retorted Billy. "Besides,
they started it!"
That's the way our days would go.
Billy was clever. He could conceal the
smallest missiles in his pudgy little
hands. His game was virtually impossible to detect. Over time, we discovered
how Billy developed his fine-tuned skills
of aggravating teachers and other students.
"This stuff sucks!" was a favorite Billy
phrase. Translated, it often meant: "I
can't do this stuff!"

Of course, we had both experienced
Billys before - middle schoolers angry
at the world, with a particular distaste
for teachers. Or is it anger at all the
adults? Like other Billys we have lmown,
his story unfolded gradually.
Billy's parents are locked in a bitter
divorce. Billy's dad calls home frequently to see if Billy is home alone. Billy
lmows he is a pawn in a very nasty
game. One day, after he announces the
usual "This stuff sucks!" he tells us:
"When I get older, I'm going to go off and
live by myself!"
Billy has been on Ritalin for a number
of years. Some days, we suspect he
avoids taking the drug. He alternates
daily between listless depression and
agitated aggression. He can't seem to get
himself organized. On days he chooses
to engage himself in our work, he shows
flashes of brilliance. "The exchange rate
in London is .67 pounds to the dollar" he
announces during one class.

We tried a lot of kindness and
patience. "OK, let's look at your homework and see if we can figure out what
you're missing."
"I don't care!" Billy fidgets with a
ruler.
"Well, we do. There's your folder.
Let's see what we can find in there."
"I'm hungry." Billy turns and whacks
the ruler on the desk behind him. The

It doesn't take long for Billy to build a
reputation around the school. Most kids
Billy's age don't want anything to do
with him. They cringe at his taunts and

* All names have been changed to protect the
not-so-innocent. Billy is a composite of several children with whom we have worked.
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physical abuse. Teachers are happy on
days he is absent from school.

Some of the dads stop coming to the
meetings.

Cut to a local Boy Scout meeting.
Fathers in the troop are discussing with
the Scoutmaster what to do with Billy.
"What is a kid like Billy doing in the Boy
Scout troop?" you might ask Despite a
shattered marriage, Billy's mom wants
her son to have a relatively normal
upbringing. Besides, with Billy's dad
combative or gone most of the time,
Mom wants Billy to experience some
positive male role models. The Boy
Scouts got the job.

There is considerable debate throughout society about the condition of
today's children. Are children truly
worse off than they have been in the
past? In Deadly Consequences, Deborah
Prothrow-Smith rattles off the shocking
modern statistics: on a daily basis, 1,849
children are abused, 3,288 run away
from home, 2,989 see their parents
divorced, 135,000 take a gun to school
and 1,629 are incarcerated in an adult
jail. Every 14 hours, a child younger than
5 is murdered. With figures like these,
Billys in the classroom or community
should come as no surprise - and yet,
they take us by surprise every time we
run into them.

'I just don't know if we can afford to
have this kid around the other boys."
says one dad. "Billy's always hitting
them or hanging on their necks."
"Yeah, and what about the fire he set
in the tent?"
The old scoutmaster shifts uncomfortably in his chair.
"I got into this so that my own boy
could have a good experience and
advance up the ranks. I'm not here to
babysit somebody else's kid."
The scoutmaster speaks: "So you're
saying you want to kick the kid out?"
"No, I'm not saying that. Isn't there
some way though that we can isolate
him from some of the other boys? I certainly don't want him in my son's patrol."
"Well, he's not going in my kid's
patrol either!"
The anger escalates.
"And he's not riding in my car on any
more scout outings either!"
"And I'm not going to summer camp,
if that kid is allowed to come!"
The scoutmaster looks grave. He's
been in scouts for years, staying in long
after his own kids left the troop.
After a long pause, he says: "You
know, scouts were invented for kids just
like Billy."
Billy is allowed to stay in the troop.
1
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Kids like Billy often stir in us a yearning for the good old days: Father Knows
Best families, the days when kids sat in
rows with their hands folded and
mouths shut. There is growing evidence
that the good old days were not that rosy
(Coontz, 1992). Today, 20% of America's
children live in poverty. An equal percentage lived in orphanages at the turn
of the century. Their parents simply
could not afford to feed and clothe them.
While substance abuse is rampant today,
there was a major epidemic of opium
and cocaine addiction in the early
1900's. Few, if any, periods in our history
have spared our children from familial
and social disruption. Undoubtedly,
there were Billys in the past. More than
likely, there are Billys in our future.
So what do we do about Billy? Some
reformers reason that the problems are
just too complex for schools to handle
alone. They want educators to form closer links with the community. But what if
the community, like the Boy Scout
troop, rejects Billy? Do we agree and
throw Billy on top of society's garbage
45

VOLUME

27, No. 2 •

WINTER

1994

heap? Or, knowing full well the enormity
of Billy's problems, do we try to educate
the community about the consequences
of turning our backs on him?

but excited voice, explains the details of
his trip. Financial data spills out of
Billy's mouth. We cannot help mentally
comparing Billy's sullenness while working out of the math textbook with his
animation with the owner. Finally, Billy
ends his presentation, flashing a wide
grin.

Some reformers argue that we already
spend too much time, attention and dollars on kids like Billy. They say: "You
know, gifted kids are needy too! Why
spend money on kids we know are going
to be losers?" Truth is, all of our kids
need love, attention and nurturing. It's a
shame, if not shameful, that school and
government programs in the past several
decades have forced us to make choices
between the gifted and the special ed.,
the academically able and the emotionally impaired. And then there's Billy.

We won't lie to you. It took a lot to get
Billy ready for the travel agent. And he's
certainly no angel today. But when we
witness the potential of kids like Billy,
we have to ask: Can we really afford any
more kid trash?

REFERENCES
Coontz, S. (1992). The way we never were:

We want to leave you with one more
image of Billy. Billy is on a field trip to a
travel agency with his math class. His
purpose in going is to present his itinerary and travel budget for a trip to
London to the owner of the agency. He
and his partner converted a huge piece
of poster board into an informational
advertisement for the United Kingdom
on a Union Jack motif. Billy squirms in
his seat and mumbles impatiently as the
travel agency owner listens to the presentations of other children. Billy stares
at the floor, wearing his familiar scowl.
When the owner approaches, Billy grumbles that he doesn't want to do any presentation. Then, suddenly, Billy undergoes an instant and unusual transformation. He sits upright in his chair, looks
the owner in the eye, and in a pleasant
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Linking: Developing Strategic Readers and Writers in the Primary Classroom
Link your classroom experiences to current research and practice. Based on the work of Reggie Routman
and Marie Clay, topics include developmental awareness and strategies for reading and writing, plus
advice on various types of assessment. By Michigan Reading Recovery teacher Stevie Brinkerhoff.
©1993, 77 pages, 8-1 /2 x 11, spiral bound, grades K-4.

•

Please send _ _ copies @ $8.00 ppd. (was $10.00)

Celebrate Reading
Your students will ask for more and more books when you celebrate reading with these lessons, author
profiles, and motivational activities. Perfect for planning events like March Is Reading Month. By Michigan
educators and authors of The Random House Calendar for Kids 1990-1994 M. Holtschlag and
C. Trojanowski. Volume 2 ©1993, 72 pages. Volume 1 ©1992, 65 pages. 8-1 /2 x 11 softbound, grades K-8.

D

•

Please send _ _ copies Volume 2 @$7.00 ppd. (was $10.50)
Please send _ _ copies Volume 1 @ $5.00 ppd.

Perspectives on Assessment
Prominent national and regional educators share theory and current practice on classroom and standardized assessment, what to do before and after the MEAP, using reading/writing portfolios, and more.
Designed to help you make effective instructional decisions. Edited by Robert Smith of Michigan State
University, and Deanna Birdyshaw, Curriculum Consultant for Ypsilanti Schools. ©1992, 219 pages, 6 x 9,
softbound, grades K-12.
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Please send _ _ copies @ $8.00 ppd. (was $12.00)

State of Reading: Basal Bookmarks
Not just for basals- a MUST HAVE for literature and nonfiction. 26 handy reference cards loaded with
teaching tips from Karen Wixson, Scott Paris, Beau Fly Jones, Laura Roehler, and more. ©1988,
26 - 4 x 11 cards, all grades.
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Please send _ _ sets @ $4.50 ppd. (was $6.00)

Kaleidoscope
Outstanding student writing to share with your class! This collection of more than 75 prize winning writings
by Michigan young authors can serve as models to motivate your students. Edited by Michigan educator
and Christa McAuliffe Grant Winner Judy O'Brien. ©1993, 27 pages, 8-1 /2 x 11 softbound, grades K-12.
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Please send _ _ copies @ $3.50 ppd. (was $5.50)

Newspaper Activity Sampler
Over 300 creative newspaper activities to integrate social studies, mathematics, science, health, literature
and writing. Edited by Leonie Rose, Professor of Teacher Education at Central Michigan University.
Published 1991, 36 pages, 8-1/2 x 11 packet, grades K-12.
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Please send _ _ copies @ $3.00 ppd. (was $4.00)

Content Area Bookmarks
Effective reading strategies at your fingertips-just tuck these information packed cards into your lesson
plan books for practical easy-to-use techniques. ©1991, 18 - 4 x 11 cards, all grades.
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Please send _ _ sets @ $6.00 ppd. (was $8.00)
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